CHAPTER 3

Growing Pains, 1800-1820

SUMMARY

The new capital faced many problems in its first years. It need-
ed a more permanent form of government. After long debates over
local representation and home rule, Washington received a char-
ter giving it an elected council and a mayor appointed by the pres-
ident. Later amendments to the charter expanded the city’s self-
government. Under Washington’s first mayor, Robert Brent, the
local administration tried to cope with many issues, including edu-
cation, care for the poor, taxation, and finance.

The city also needed a variety of public improvements, which
came very slowly. Several important federal buildings were com-
pleted, although the Capitol remained unfinished for many years.
Pederal installations at the Navy Yard, the Marine Barracks, and
the Arsenal gave life to the southern part of the city. Canal build-
ing progressed slowly, with completion of the first canal around
Great Falls in 1802. In 1810 construction began on the Washing-
ton City Canal. But these improvements hardly scratched the sux-
face of a community where hundreds of miles of streets and
avenues were neither laid out nor graded.

For Washington’s modest but increasing population, life took
on steady routines. People lived in neighborhoods near the cen-
ters of employment at the Navy Yard, on Capitol Hill, near the
President’s House, and elsewhere. A public market and new busi-
nesses appeared to serve the local residents and the members of
Congress who were not permanent city dwellers. Professionals and
craftspeople arrived to practice their trades. People of different eco-
nomic classes came to the city and helped build it. A strong African
American community took root despite obstacles, and the number
living free of bondage increased.

The War of 1812 shattered the city’s pattern of growth. The
British army took the city with almost no resistance from the local
population. The invaders burned the Capitol, the President’s
House, and other government buildings. Following the war, Wash-
ingtonians feared that the capital might be moved. Reacting to this
possibility, local people worked vigorously to hold the government.
They succeeded, and in the postwar era the city entered a new
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44 UNIT 1 BIRTH OF THE FEDERAL CAPITAL

o What form of government did the federal city have in
18027

o What problems faced the early cify governments?

period of prosperity and orderly development. Unfinished federal
buildings were completed, more public improvements were made,

and Washington took on an air of permanence.

1. Forming the City Government

Debates About Local Affairs

Immediately after Congress arrived in Washington, it faced the
problem of organizing a government for the city. The Residence
Act of 1790 provided for three commissioners:to govern temporar-
ily. But what form should a permanent government take? Com-
plicating the problem was the fact that the federal district consist-
ed of five separate units: Washington City, Georgetown, and Wash-
ington County on the Maryland side of the Potomac River; and
Alexandria and the County of Alexandria on the Virginia side of
the river.

The Constitution, in Article 1, Section 8, gave Congress exclu-
sive power over the federal district, but it did not specify how Con-
gress was to govern. An early bill to form a local government in
1800 left all existing laws and government bodies in place and gave
residents of Washington City no self-government. This plan was
attacked by citizens as a violation of basic republican principles. A

revised bill provided a territorial legislature and partial home rule,

Citizens throughout the District of Columbia debated these issues
in meetings. Barly in 1801 Congress passed emergency legislation
dividing the District into two counties, Washington and Alexan-
dria. In Washington County, Maryland laws would apply, while in
Alexandria County the laws of Virginia would apply. The president
was to appoint officials to enforce the laws and administer the gov-
ernment.

In 1802 Congress returned to its debate about a territorial gov-
ernment for the federal district. Again this debate set off a series of
public meetings and protests in Alexandria, Georgetown, and
Washington City. District residents cried “taxation without repre-
sentation” against the plan to create a local government without
home rule. But the different parts of the District of Columbia could
not agree on whose laws they wanted to obey. Some people pro-
posed to solve the problem by returning land in the District to
Maryland and Virginia.
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Home Rule—With Limits

Amidst all this wrangling, citizens of Washington City petitioned
in 1802 for their own municipal charter. Granted by Congress,
this charter made Washington an incorporated city, much like
Alexandria and Georgetown. This first city charter gave the city
government power over some of its own affairs, or limited home
rule. The voters, defined as white male'property owners, received
the right to elect a city council. The mayor, however, was to be
appointed by the president, not elected by the voters. The council,
with the mayor’s approval, could make laws and levy a tax on real
estate to'pay for any city services it might provide, In the first elec-

tion, only about 325 men were cligible to vote, but the turnout

was nearly 90 percent.

More than 25 candidates received votes in the first at-large elec-
tion. At least eight of the first council members were involved in
local real estate development. Daniel Carroll owned the largest
brick manufacturing operation in the area and operated quarries
in Virginia. Of the other councilmen, one was a newspaper pub-
lisher, one a merchant, another an architect, and one, Augustus
B. Woodward, a practicing attorney and a confidant of President
Jefierson. A new charter in 1812 widened opportunities for home

“rule. The choice of mayor was put into the hands of an expanded

20-member council that was to be elected by voters in the city’s

four wards.

Life Under Mayor Brent

The city’s first mayor, Robert Brent, was appointed by President
Jelferson and served from 1802 until 1812. A brief look at some
acts of the city council during his term gives a good idea of life in
the city at that time. Several acts dealt with “opening, clearing and
rendering passable” the city’s rutted, stump-clogged streets. Licens-

.es were issued to and fees collected from tavern-keepers ($60 per

year) and pawn brokers ($100 per year), hawkers and peddlers
($50 per year), firecracker sellers ($50 per year), and hackney car-
riage drivers ($10 per year). Lot owners who let water stand on
their property for more than 24 hours were fined for creating a
health hazard. The city was blessed with a number of springs and
streams that met its immediate fresh water needs, but the council
voted to spend money to build public pumps and wells and keep
them in repair.
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The Lancaster School in Georgetown was in opera-
tion for 32 years. A teacher there was responsible for
100 or more children. Older children would teach
younger ones. Keeping discipline was scmetimes a
problem, so the following was suggested:

Few punishments are so effectunal as confinement after
school hours. . . . It is often needful that the master. ..
should confine himself in school, to keep them in order.
This inconvenience may be avoided by tying them to the
desks, or putting them in logs [so] that they cannot
loose themselves.

—Report of the trustees of the Lancaster School at Georgetown,
{Washington: Joseph Milligan and William Cooper, 1812}

The council also voted to employ four city constables, or police
officers, to patrol the city. Fire fighting was the job of volunteer
fire companies. The council required that every house or store
owner “provide as many fire buckets of leather, as there are sto-
ries” to the building. In a city built chiefly of wood, fire was a dis-
aster all feared and all fought.

Relief for the poor was an unending problem. Many working
men, attracted to the city to work on public construction, found
themselves out of work and short of money when appropria-
tions were delayed or denied. They suffered and so did their fam-
ilies. The city council spent more and more time and money help-
ing the poor, giving them dlothing and providing needy “resident
families” with up to two dollars a week in aid. Single persons in
distress were placed in private homes at city expense,

Education was not considered a government responsibility in
most communities, Those children of school age who studied were
taught by private tutors or attended private academies. Neverthe-
less, the city tried to offer a basic education to the children of poor
white families. Two schools, built partly with public funds, opented
in 1806. Pauper children received free instruction, while those
who could afford it paid tuition. In addition to $1,500 of city funds,
the schools benefited from $4,000 in donations from private citi-
zens. When funding ran short, the schools were reorganized in
1812 to save money. In each school one teacher taught 100 or
more students by using older students as assistant teachers. African

American children were not admitted to the public schools.
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The city did not have the means to deal adequately with an

urban community’s needs. Thus, private citizens often joined
together to provide services. The city’s two “public” schools were
run by and chiefly funded by the Permanent Institution for the
Education of Youth, a group of voluniteers. The three African Amer-
ican men, George Bell, Nicholas Franklin, and Moses Liverpool,

who built the first small schoolhouse for black children in 1807,
showed the same spirit of cooperation and self-reliance. Volunteer
fire companies and passersby put out fires. Private charitable soci-

eties and churches gave aid to the poor and answered other needs.

2. The First Decade of City Life
Federal Buildings

Federal improvements in the national capital served a number
of purposes. While under construction they provided jobs for
craftsmen and laborers. When finished they provided additional
jobs for clerks, skilled and common Jaborers, and members of the
armed forces. They also confirmed the city’s identity and its sense
of permanence.

Construction of federal buildings continued at a slow pace. The
President’s House, which soon became popularly known as the
White House, gained two long wings on its east and west sides dur-
ing Thomas Jefferson’s presidency. Some portions of the interior
remained unfinished, however. Jefferson appointed Benjamin

Henry Latrobe, a gifted architect from England, as Surveyor of

The Rhodes Tavern on F Street at 15th Street, NW,
was an important building in early Washington his-
tory. It underwent many changes over the years and
became a point of contention between developers

and preservationists in the early 1980s, Rhodes Tav-
ern was demolished in 1984,

» Do you think saving historical buildings is impor-
tant?




50 U‘NIT 1 BIRTH OF THE FEDERAL CAPITAL

Tt T Covean, :
THE OITY B LOCATION OF Te oy @J[ ]
INTHE YEAR 58002 .

"I BEGINNING OF WASHINGTOR,

e oF

‘Washington in 1801-1803, drawn by Artemis Har-
mon in 1931, The small dark squares represent
buildings; the fuzzy, dark dots represent trees.

o Where was most of the building going on?

Public Buildings in 1803. Latrobe shortly became involved in fur-

ther construction of the Capitol, supervising completion of the
south wing. This part of the Capitol, including a large chamber for
the House of Representatives, was finished in stages between 1807
and 1812. Latrobe also supervised additional construction, repairs,
and remodeling of the north, or Senate, wing.

Besides these key symbolic structures, simpler government
office buildings and workshops were put up in the early years.
Near the White House, offices for the executive departments of
Treasury and War were completed in 1800. Between 1800 and
1806, in southeast Washington, the Navy Yard was built up with
several workshops and other practical buildings. Near the Navy
Yard, the Marine Barracks were authorized in 1801. The barracks’

principal buildings were finished in 1806.
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At another location, Greenleaf's Point at the far tip of southwest
Washington, the first artillery battery was set up in 1794. In the
early 1800s an arsenal was developed there for siorage and distri-
bution of military weapons and ammunition. Fort McNair and the
National Defense University are located there today.

Canals

Canal building also took place in this decade. George Washing-
ton and other Virginia promoters had organized the Potomack
Navigation Company in 1784 to improve trade on the Potomac
River. In 1802, following years of construction, the company’s
major project, the Great Falls Canal, was finished and opened for
traffic. This series of locks enabled boats to go around the treach-
erous falls of the Potornac River. Encouraged by this achievement,
several local businessmen in 1802 chartered the Washington City
Canal. Beginning at the mouth of the Tiber Creek on the Potomac,
this canal would take a straight course along the Mall’s north side
(near the present route of Constitution Avenue), and turn in front
of the Capitol. Flowing southeast where Canal Street, SW, now
runs, it would then go south into the Eastern Branch. Not begun
until 1810, the city canal was finished in 1815. Because of poor
financing and cheap construction, the waterway never succeeded

as its promoters hoped it would.

City Streets

‘Washington's most serious problem relating to improvements
had to do with streets. Pierre L'Enfant had planned for avenues to
be 160 feet wide and for streets to be at least 80 feet wide. Yet no
funds were provided to develop these immense thoroughfares.
Congress made an appropriation of $3,000 to repair Pennsylvania
Avenue in. 1807 and supported Jefferson’s plan to plant Lombardy
poplar trees along it. The city spent sizable parts of its revenue on
streets—nearly half in 1805-1806—yet it could do little to improve
them. As a result of this neglect, Washington became notorious for
its awful roadways. In dry weather clouds of dust choked pedes-
trians. In wet weather mud was inches thick and mud holes threat-
ened passersby with grave danger.

Streets often remained simple paths hacked out of the under-
brush. These conditions helped stimulate the formation of Wash-
ington’s first neighborhood dvic assodiation. In 1801 the “F Street
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o Why did certain neighborhoods develop in the city?

Inhabitants and Proprietors Association” met at Rhodes City Tav-
ern, located at 15th and F Streets, NW. The group hoped to per-
suade Congress to provide some regular federal funding for street
and sidewalk improvements, but failing at this, they turned to their
own resources. Several F Street residents paid from their personal

funds to build sidewalks along the street.

Neighborhoods

The L'Bnfant plan for Washington encouraged scattered growth
by distributing government functions in different parts of the city.
As a result, the population tended to be located in widely separat-
ed neighborhoods. Each neighborhood centered around the loca-
tion of a prominent government activity. Beginning on the Bast-
ern Branch, the Navy Yard neighborhood gained early importance.
Its inhabitants were not famous, but they had steady employment
as manual workers in the Navy Yard's shops and repair facilities.
The Navy Yard employed about 130 workers in 1806. Two years
later its roster included 175 employees, and its daily expenses were
reported as $427.50. In 1820 about 380 men, including many
skilled craftsmen, worked during a typical month. The Marine Bar-
racks were part of the same neighborhood. To serve workers and
their families, a small village grew up with churches, a market, tav-
erns, and other small businesses.

Around the Capitol clustered another neighborhood, built to
serve the Congress, its employees, and construction workers erect-
ing the Capitol. A special feature of Capitol Hill was the boarding-
house. As temporary homes for members of Congress, boarding-

_houses provided sleeping rooms and regular meals for their inhab-

itants. Carroll Row, which stood on the site where the Thomas Jef-
ferson Building of the Library of Congress now gtands, was one of
the most fashionable and famous of these early boardinghouse
rows. Capitol Hill also had several taverns and hotels to accommo-
date the visitors who came to the area during meetings of Con-
gress. Small shops and service enterprises provided other necessi-
ties for congressmen.

The city center along Pennsylvania Avenue between the Capitol
and the White House became another eaxly settled neighborhood.
After the Avenue was made passable, it was'built up in the early
nineteenth century with rows of brick houses and commercial

buildings. Typically, a building might have quarters for a small
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business on the street floor and living rooms or apartments in the
two or three floors above. Being the principal roadway between
the Capitol and the White House, the Avenue became a center for
merchants and the hotel trade. Hotels accommodated visitors who
came to the District to do business with the government,

The neighborhood just north of the Avenue and east of the
White House along F Street also became a desirable residential
area. On a ridge, F Street was above the floods and swamps of
lower Pennsylvania Avenue. Near the Treasury building lived cab-
inet officers and other high government officials. Georgetown,
more than 2 mile to the west, was not so much a Washington
neighborhood as a totally separate city.

Other new neighborhoods developed as additional centers of
employment appeared. Early Washingtonians naturally wanted a
city where they could walk to their Jjobs. This “walking city” was
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e What types of workers, craftsmen, and professionals
were attracted to the new capital?

important because an efficient system of public transportation did
not exist. Strong neighborhood loyalties, as reflected in civic and
citizens’ associations, have continued in the city to the present

day.

Builders of the City

A great variety of people and groups helped to build up early
Washington. The city’s builders came from many different origins,
social backgrounds, and economic levels.

Day laborers, mechanics, and craftsmen who built Washington
came from near and far. The majority came from nearby Virginia
and Maryland, and although most were Buropean Americans, a
large minority were African Americans, slave and free. A number
of the workers were from England, Scotland, and Ireland. Sculp-
tors, who carved elaborate details in the Capitol building, came
from Ttaly.

Many immigrants expected to make their fortunes in the new
city, and they were paid well. Wages of three or four dollars a day
for the more skilled workers were not uncommon. Those earnings
were twice what could be earned in Great Britain, for example.
But the costs of food, clothing, and shelter were also higher. Some
found the hot, humid summer weather unbearable, or complained
of not getting paid on time and being paid in goods rather than
hard money.

Day laborers, strong men who did the digging, loading, and car-
rying, were often Irishmen. They lived in temporary dwellings or
in unfinished buildings at Greenleaf’s Point and other places where
construction had stopped when a developer’s money had run out.
Like other “outsiders” in the community, they were victims of dis-
crimination.

At another level, craftsmen found Washington to be a place of
opportunity. Between 1791 and 1840, for example, approximately

"110 master cabinet- and chair makers worked in Washington City

and Georgetown. In 1813 many of these artisans were located on
G Street near the Treasury Building. Other skilled workers such as
printers, blacksmiths, carpenters, and brick masons found work
and helped to build the city.

Professiopal men also came, in small numbers at first, to take
advantage of the city’s newness. As a place where opinions were

formed, Washington naturally attracted newspaper publishers and
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editors. The National Intelligencer began publication in 1800 under
the editorship of Samuel Harrison Smith, a close friend of Jeffer-
son. For years it was the city’s best known newspaper. Other
papers followed it, providing useful services such as advertising
and “good press” for the city. A few other professionals—doctors,
lawyers, ministers—came as the city grew. Severa) talented archi-
tects found employment, although they seldom prospered because
of the slow rate of public construction.

Business enterprises of various sorts were attempted. Small-
scale sexvices, such as boardinghouses, were the most successful of
these. In 1808 Mayor Brent and a group of investors founded the
Columbia Manufacturing Compariy to manufacture “cotton, wool,
hemp and flax.” Located on Pennsylvania Avernue between 14th
and 15th Streets, this venture survived only a brief time.

In 1801 a group met at Rhodes Tavern to organize a public mar-
ket to be built at 7th Street and Pennsylvania Avenue. This mar-
ket opened in December on a site planned for the purpose by L'En-
fant. Known as “Marsh Market” because of the low marshy ground
where it stood, Center Market soon grew into the city's biggest
retail outlet for produce, meat, and groceries. Farmers from miles
around could bring their products to sell at the market. One of the
city’s liveliest commercial centers developed in the area surround-
ing Center Market, Stores, stalls of all sorts, and places of enter-
tainment moved into the neighborhood near 7th and Pennsylva-
nia. Other commercial facilities—wharves and warehouses along
the waterfront—were built to satisfy the city’s need for manufac-
tured goods and articles of commerce.

In Washington, building up the city was a slow process. It
required the efforts and skills of diverse men, women, and chil-
dren. They could witness the impact of their hard work within the
city’s first decade. The District of Columbia’s population increased
from 14,000 to 24,000 persons between 1800 and 1810. Of these
new residents, half, or roughly 5,000, lived in Washington City.
Allin all, the first decade offered encouragement for the future.

3. Growth of the Free Black Population
The African American Presence

The capital had a large African American minority. Its territory
had come from Virginia and Maryland, which together had about
one-half the total number of the black people living in the United

» Why did the free black population grow in Washing-

ton during this period?
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States in 1790. Many of those in the District had lived on planta-
tions in Virginia and Maryland before the city was founded. Near-

ly one-quarter of Washington City’s population in 1800 was
African American. Of the 746 black people in the ¢ity, 123, or more
than 16 percent, were free.

The national capital had a large African American population
for numerous reasons. Many slaves were brought here by local
slaveowners who rented them to builders or to home and hotel
owners in the city. A few owners allowed slaves to “work their
own time,” or earn freedom. Tobacco and wheat growing were
seasonal, and some fields were worn out, so slaves could be spared
from plantations in nearby Maryland and Virginia. A slave who
worked his own time, sending a portion of his earnings to the mas-
ter regularly and costing nothing for food, clothing, and shelter,

produced income for the owner. The earned money left over could

be used to purchase freedom. Interestingly, the free black popula-
tion was growing much more rapidly than the slave population.

Of all cities in the slave states, only in St. Louis, Baltimore, and

Washington did free black people attain a majority in the African
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American community before the Civil War. They outnumbered
slaves in Washington by three to two in 1830, and by more than
five to one by 1860.

Free African Americans were attracted to the new city by the
promise of work and by the comparatively inexpensive living con-
ditions. Washington had no laws requiring free black people to
leave the District within a specified period of time, as was required
in Maryland and Virginia. The laws of the new city, taken from the
codes of Virginia and Maryland of 1800, established legal proce-
dures whereby wrongfully enslaved persons could recover their
freedom in the courts. Free black people in Virginia and Maryland
lost this protection early in the 1800s, so when free men and
women of color journeyed to Washington, they came to a relative-
ly safer place.

The city’s free black population was also increased by manu-
mission and by the opportunities the city offered the slave who
wished to appear free. Gaining freedom by will or deed of the mas-
ter was sanctioned by the city’s laws. Term slavery, the practice of
setting a term of' years to a slave's service, after which he or she
might buy his or her freedom, also added men and women to the
capital;s free black population.

The Black Code

Despite the advantages they found in the capital, free black peo-
ple also faced numerous hardships. Discriminatory laws and cus-
toms limited their opportunities for employment and learning.
They could not vote in city elections. Most white people had a low
regard for all African Americans, whether slave or free. Such prej-
udices were reflected in Washington’s first black code, laws passed
by the city council in 1308.

One aim of the new code was to protect the capital’s profitable
slave trade. With the end of legal African slave trading in 1808 and
the increased number of unneeded slaves in Virginia and Mary-
land, many owners were eager to sell their slaves to cotton grow-
ers in the Deep South. Washington, D.C., became a slave trading
center. City council members were aware, as one man advised
President James Madison, that “the sight of gangs of Negroes, some
in chains, on their way to a southern market” was disgusting to
many American and foreign visitors to the city. But slaves were
property, and the internal slave trade a lawful, if hateful, business
sanctioned by the Constitution.

These advertisements for slaves appeared in early
‘Washington newspapers.
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The council was more concerned about keeping free black peo-
ple and slaves apart than in ending the commerce in human
beings. The mayor and council members, several of whom owned
slaves, made it unlawful for any “Negro” or any “loose, idle, disor-
derly person” to be on the streets or at a meeting after ten o’'clock
at night. In 1812 the council ordered every free black person to
register and always to carry a paper proving his or her freedom. In
this way the council made it more difficult for runaway slaves to
pass for free. This law also protected free black people from being

snatched away and sold into slavery.

The African American Community

From these beginnings in Washington’s first decade grew a
deeply rooted black community. Men and women, slave and [ree,
found econcmic opportunities in the new city. Black laborers,
mechanics, carpenters, and masons helped build the Capitol and
the Navy Yard. Many others found employment in the city’s
numerous service occupations as waiters, carters, hackney coach
drivers, restaurateurs, barbers, bootblacks, tailors, gardeners,
butchers, or servants. A number were skilled craftsmen who
worked as shoemakers, sawyers, tinsmiths, and brickmakers.
Other African Americans were fishermen, boat caulkers, ropemak-
ers, sheepherders, and oyster vendors.

Black women were equally or even more in demand in numer-
ous occupations. Women made up more than half of Washington’s
black population, and most of them worked. They held jobs as
laundresses, seamstresses, maids, cooks, nurses, and carpet
weavers. Some worked outdoors as vegetable gardeners, huéksters,
beekeepers, and orchard tenders. A few women were heads of
families, working long hours and raising their children as well.

It was from the expanding ranks of the city’s free black popula-
tion that the black community’s leaders emerged in these early
years. Families took root and established traditions that existed for
generations. They were well aware of the strict limitations on their
conduct. But they stretched these limits, sometimes to the break-
ing point. By seeking and seizing economic opportunities open to
them in the young city, they built a base of seli-support. On this
base, using their own funds and skills, these men and women
founded churches, schools, and social organizations. They helped
prepare Washington's black community for the years that lay

ahead.
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° How did Washingtonians react to the War of 18127

o How did the war gffect the cify?

4. The War of 1812 and Its Impact
The Second War with Great Britain

Few Washingtonians expected the war that the United States
declared against Great Britain in June 1812. Less than 30 years
after concluding the War for Independence, the new nation and
its former mother country were fighting again. The declaration of
war climaxed years of tension between the two countries caused
by disagreement over how freely the United States should be
allowed to trade with Britain’s enemies in time of war.

Washington’s citizens thought this war a cause for celebration.
Men bragged that the British would be whipped in no time, and
those between the ages of 18 and 45 were formed into militia com-
panies for the defense of the District of Columbia. Parading in
dashing new uniforms was good fun, and companies paraded as
often as they could. British raids up the Chesapeake Bay and the
lower Potomac River threw a scare into the city in the spring of
1813, but they had little real effect on Washington. Life went on
as usual in the capital. _

The war seemed to improve business. Alexandria’s export trade
suffered from the British blockade, it was true, In Washington City,
however, the Navy Yard was kept busy building and repairing
ships. Local banks eagerly loaned money to people organizing a
turnpike company and a waterworks. Two new banks were char-
tered: the Bank of the Metropolis in Washington and the Farmers
and Mechanics Bank in Georgetown. Improvements were made
in the city’s fortifications. No less a figure than Secretary of War
John Armstrong predicted that no enemy would attack the capi-
tal.

Everyone was shocked to learn in mid-August 1814 that 4,500
British troops had landed 35 miles south and east of Washington.
The District’s inexperienced militia took up positions east of town.
Mayor James Black appealed for men to step forward and go to
Bladensburg to dig earthworks. He asked free black men of the
city to join in building these fortifications. Public officials and the
population in general were in a state of panic. Officers at the Capi-
tol packed precious documents such as the Declaration of Indepen-
dence and the Constitution and carted them away to safety. Men,
women, and children fled westward out Pennsylvania Avenue to
Georgetown and to the hills and farms beyond. At the White
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House, Dolley Madison, wife of the president, packed crates of doc-
uments and had them sent away.

The people’s fears were well founded. In the early afternoon of
August 24th, the British troops reached the American’line at
Bladensburg. The fighting was over in just 30 minutes. Inexperi-
enced American militiamen fell back, panicked, and ran for their
lives. “The Bladensburg Races” is what people called the rout.
Learning of the American defeat just before the British arrived in
Washington, Dolley Madison rescued the White House portrait of
George Washington by removing it from the frame and leaving it
with two gentlemen. Then she fled the President’s House.

The Burning of Washington

Following their victory at Bladensburg, the British moved into
Washington City without encountering resistance. Michael Shin-
er, a young free black man, saw the army advance down Maryland

Avenue toward the Capitol. He wrote In his diary:

we heard the tread of British army feat [sic], and as soon as we got sight
of the British army ralsing that [Capitol] hill they look[ed) like flames of
fire, all red coats and the stocks of their guns painted with red vermillion
and the iron work shined like a Spanish dollar. . . .

Finding that all American troops had fled and that the city was
virtually empty, the British commander, Admiral George Cock-
burn, began systematic destruction of federal buildings. The Capi-
tol, White House, War Department and Treasury, the Navy Yard,
and the Arsenal all went up in flames.

The only building to escape destruction was old Blodgett's Hotel,
which housed the Post Office and Patent Office. According to tra-
dition, it was saved only by the personal pleading of Dr. william
Thornton, commissioner of patents. Thornton met the British and
pointed out what a loss to civilization would occur if patent docu-

ments and models were destroyed. His personal bravery is credit-

-ed with preserving the Patent Office. A story about Admiral Cock-

burn describes how he rode his horse into Rhodes Tavern, across
from the Treasury, and demanded supper. As the meal was served,
Cockburn put out the candles, preferring to dine by light from the
burning White House and Treasury buildings.

The next day, after a thundexstorm had drowned the burning
city in torrents of rain, the British marched away. It had been

embarrassingly easy to destroy the capital of the Upited States.
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The Treaty of Ghent, ending the War of 1812, was
signed at the Octagon, a house built between 1799
and 1801 by John Tayloe. Today the Octagon is a
rmuseum,

* Research the history of the Octagon and Rhodes Tav-
- ern and contrast what happened to these two signifi-
cant Washington buildings over the years.

» How de you feel about historic preservation?

Washington had experienced its deepest humiliation. Citizens of
the national capital wondered what it meant for themselves and
for Washington City. Some may have gained a deeper understand-
ing of the capital’s meaning as the governmental and symbolic cen-
ter of the nation. Others worried about the burned city’s immedi-
ate future. Margaret Bayard Smith, wife of the National Intelli-
gencer's owner, wrote, “I do not suppose Government will ever

return to Washington.”

Up from the Ashes

‘Washingtonians who straggled back into the city in 1814 found
it a smoldering ruin. Although homes and shops of the citizens had
not been much damaged, the city’s federal core had been destroyed
by fire. People blamed the generals and political leaders who had
provided such poor leadership. On the fire-scorched walls of the
Capitol appeared such writings as “Curse Cowards!” and “James

Madison is a rascal, a coward, and a fool.”
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ngress was called to meet in the fall of 1814. The chief
“was whether or not to keep the capital in Washing-

ederal city took place rapidly. A temporary
-“Brick Capitol,” was built by a private stock

“home to Congress for four years, Benjamin

was doomed had been happily
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